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Introduction 


With the rise of craft beers and the establishment of new 
breweries on the island, it seems important to me that the 
new generation of brewers knows and remembers the 
companies that created the market they have inherited. 


This publication visits briefly the four breweries established 
in Puerto Rico during the first half of the 20th century. A 
detailed study will be the responsibility of another person 
with more resources, and patience to sift through old 
newspapers and magazines. What appears here is brief, but 
to the best of my knowledge, it is accurate. 


The reference material I used is available online, including 
the excellent book by Roberto Cassa titled Raices y 
desarrollo de un orgullo dominicano: Historia de la cerveza en 
Republica Dominicana (Grupo Le6én Jimenes, 2003). In 
addition, I had two pleasant phone conversations and 
several online communications with Francisco Vincenty 
Gronau, grandson of a key brewmaster in the history of the 
first two breweries, son of the second Corona brewmaster, 
and first cousin of the main brewmaster at Cerveceria Real. 
As may be expected, beer is one of his favorite topics. 


1. Palma Real 


established in Santurce with the name Compania 

Cervecera de Puerto Rico (Porto Rico Brewing 
Company). The plant was built by Spanish businessman 
Teodulo Llamas, who also owned an ice factory located in 
Puerta de Tierra and later fourteen theaters scattered 
throughout the San Juan metropolitan area and known as 
the Circuito Teatral Llamas. 


Pp alma Real beer was first made in 1911 by a brewery 


Beer production was in the hands of the recently arrived 
brewmaster Henry Christian Gronau (1872-1947), who was 
born in Bremen, Germany and died in San Juan. Palma Real 
was advertised in several media, including the Boletin 
Mercantil (July 29, 1912 to March 31, 1913), Puerto Rico 
Ilustrado and El Imparcial. It was sold in barrels for 
distribution to businesses, in 1 gallon glass containers 
(called siphons), and in regular bottles. The beer was very 
well received but production stopped in 1917 due to the 
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start of Prohibition on the island. The brewery tried to 
survive by producing a non-intoxicating beer (with less 
than 0.5 percent alcohol by volume) called Cervina, but it 
did poorly and the brewery closed several years later. In 
the early 1920s, Gronau moved to Haiti to work as 
brewmaster for Brasserie De La Couronne, and in 1927 he 
moved to the Dominican Republic to work in the same 
position for Cerveceria Nacional Dominicana. 


To the right is Henry C. Gronau_ ~~ 
and below is the residence he 


occupied near the plant. The 
administrative office was on the 
ground floor. Just above 
Cerveza Palma Real is the 
founding date (1911). The 
company was located at the 
end of Hip6dromo Street, at stop 20. The next page shows a 
label and a bottle. The advertisement for Cervina on page 7 


was published in 1922 in El Imparcial, the other 
announcement mentions Palma Real beer (cerveza clara, 
clear beer) and a German-type beer that is nutritious and 
has an exquisite flavor. The latter should be a Malzbier, a 
type of dark beer with very little or no alcohol and which 
probably gave rise to the popular beverage called malta. On 
page 8 we see the two facades of the brewery. 


PCOMPANIA CERVECERA 
Oc Purare Rico 
SanJuanPR, 


PURA vy VIGORIZANTE 


PORTO RICO BREWING C: 


£Qué importa la prohibicién, si la Cervina 
“Palma Real” suple a la bebida mas exqui- 
sita conocida? 

Tome nuestra Cervina y quedara encan- 
tado de la vida. 


PORTO RIGO BREWING GOMPANY. 


(COMPANIA CERVECERA DE PUERTO RICO.) 


SANTURCE, P. R. 


MARCA REGISTRADA. 


Se invita la atencién del Comercio y del Publico 
hacia esta nueva Industria Puertorriquefia. 


Fabricamos una CERVEZA CLARA igual 4 la mejor 
americana y una CERVEZA TIPO ALEMANA 
que es nutritiva y de exquisito sabor. 


Vendemos cerveza en barriles para expender por copas 
4 PRECIO POPULAR y Sifones de 4 galén 
para uso de familias. 


2. Corona 


alcoholic beverages, added to the social problems 

caused by the production, distribution and 
consumption of homemade liquor, suggested that the days 
of restricting the legal consumption of alcohol were 
numbered. Aware of this situation, American businessman 
Charles H. Wanzer, who had a residence on the island, 
purchased the facilities of Palma Real to establish there 
Cerveceria Corona, the name being very similar to that of 
Brasserie de la Couronne, founded in 1924 by Wanzer in 
Haiti. 


T he resistance to Prohibition by those who enjoyed 


In 1929 Wanzer had founded the Cerveceria Nacional 
Dominicana in Santo Domingo, with which Corona 
maintained close ties, exchanging equipment, personnel 
and promotional strategies. For example, the Corona 
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characters that appear at the beginning of this work were 
used with other names in the promotion of Cerveza 
Presidente in the Dominican Republic. Henry Groneau 
returned to San Juan in 1933 to work as Corona’s 
brewmaster, the beer entering the local market during the 
first months of 1934. Groneau created the first Corona beer 
and oversaw its production until shortly before passing 
away in 1947. Note that Palma Real and Corona were 
brewed in the same plant and were designed by the same 
brewmaster, thus they may have been at first quite similar. 


Cerveceria Corona was a successful company. The beer was 
very well received and so was Malta Corona. Both products 
were widely distributed and heavily advertised. YouTube 
has television commercials with the likable character 
Cantalicio and his famous phrase el sabor lo dice todo (taste 
says it all). Problems began by the 1980s, partly due to 
intense labor disputes and strikes. Corona closed in 1986 
and a year later the name was acquired by Mexican 
brewery Modelo, thus allowing it to enter the United States 
with its own Corona beer. 


The building to the right 
was occupied by the 
company's offices. On the 
next page is the plant, to 
the north of it is the 
administration building. 
Below the plant is an 
advertisement published 
on March 13, 1934 in the 
newspaper El Mundo, on 
the availability of Corona 
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beer on the island. 


We Werbes Uae Jan De kate Make Be ue 


iLlegé al fin el dia feliz! 
rriquema, igual «la mej 
cualquier parte del mund: 
lista pans hucernos ta vida 
feliz y satudable, (Ltegd be Cervera Coruna! 
© iAlbricias! 


Aduanas Fatas eomomiag a8 aplionn 
de bas ronteriaa primase ie La mejor calidad que exter 
(en la whabarseidon de ests wary win Five 


cervizaCORON ! 
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3. India 


a lucrative beer market on an island whose 

population was growing rapidly, must have been on 
the minds of brothers Alfonso, Sabino and Ramon Valdés 
Cobian when they founded Compania Cervecera de Puerto 
Rico in 1937. A year later, Cerveza India, created by German 
brewmaster Max Sauter, began to be sold. Malta India 
entered the market in 1939. In the late 1970s, Mayagtiez- 
born brewmaster Carlos Latoni created the formula for the 
internationally recognized Medalla Light. The name of the 
company changed in 1947 to Cerveceria India and returned 
to its original name in 2009. 


T he end of Prohibition in 1934 and the expectation of 


India’s intense publicity campaign across all media quickly 
made it popular. Anyone living in Puerto Rico during the 
1960s will remember the television program La Taberna 
India and the commercials with comedian Machuchal and 
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his phrase ¢Buena? iBuena esta la India! (Good? Good is 
India!). 


India was the company's only beer until 1978, when 
Medalla Light was released, a lower-calorie version aimed 
at a rapidly growing segment created in 1975 by Miller Lite. 
Medalla Light is the main product of Cervecera de Puerto 
Rico, the second is Malta India (which dates from 1939). For 
many Puerto Ricans Medalla is an icon of the island, almost 
like the coqui and Old San Juan's sentry boxes. India beer 
disappeared for many years but returned in 2019. In 2018 
Del Oeste, its craft division, entered the market. The 
company remains a family business. 


Below is the the original plant of Cervecera de Puerto Rico, 
located in front of the Mayagtiez campus of the University 
of Puerto Rico. 
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4. Real 


produced the first case of Real beer in 1949. The 

plant was located a short distance from Cerveceria 
India, also across from the university, close to where a fuel 
station stands today. 


(rate Real was built in the late 1940s and 


Real had to compete against Corona and India, two firmly 
established breweries, for this reason its advertisements 
emphasized that the beer was good (which India countered 
with its already mentioned "Good? Good is India!” and it 
also urged drinkers to switch to Real. Both messages were 
the subject of a television commercial very popular during 
the second half of the 1950s, starring three attractive young 
women in bathing suits. The add starts at minute 3:39 of 
the YouTube video titled Comerciales Retro de Puerto Rico, 
Bloque # 1. Malta Real was the company's other product. 
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Due to conflicts among its directors, Real ceased operations 
by end of the 1950s, the plant remained abandoned for 
several years and was later demolished. Francisco Vincenty 
Gronau describes the building as very elegant, a copper 
brew kettle was visible from afar through the tower’s glass 
front. 


I don’t know who created the formula for Cerveza Real, but 
we know that in 1952 it was in the hands of Henry W. 
Gronau (1910-1979), son of Henry C. Gronau (brewmaster of 
Palma Real and of Corona). Henry Jr. lived thirty years in 
the Dominican Republic and his greatest achievement as a 
brewmaster was the creation of Presidente beer. He 
returned to the Dominican Republic early in the 1960s to 
promote the establishment of Cerveceria Cibao and was 
involved in the purchase and transfer of Real’s equipment 
to that country. 


At the right is Henry W. Gronau, 
known in the Dominican 
Republic as Jaime. On the next 
page is the brewery, two 
officials presenting Governor 
Luis Munoz Marin with the first 
case of beer in 1949, a label, 
and two glasses from the 
collection of Jorge L. Rodriguez. 
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e 
CERVECERIA “REAL “MAYAGUE2- PR 


[CERVECERIA REAL .INC.-MAYAGL ig 


CERVEZA 
oy 
‘ 


K “sti v4 NET CONT. 
REGISTERED > 2 12 FL.OZ 
no Chteonoe CONTENT NOT LESS THAN 4 “NOR MORE THAH 5% BY VOLUME 
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4.Comments and acknowledgments 


century is unknown. We know that starting in the 

mid-19th century European beer was imported to 
the Dominican Republic and the same probably happened 
in Puerto Rico. 


T he history of beer in Puerto Rico before the 20th 


The first local brewery was founded in 1911 to compete with 
imports, satisfy local beer drinkers, and take advantage of 
the growing population of US administrators and military 
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personnel. The breweries reviewed here made (one still 
makes) one style of beer, the familiar American Lager. 


I thank Andy Rivera, from the Puerto Rico Historical 
Buildings Drawing Society, for putting me in touch with 
Mrs. Sarah Vincenty, whom I thank for doing the same with 
his father Francisco Vincenty Gronau. I also appreciate the 
help of Dr. Alfredo Morales Nieves, of the Sociedad 
Protectora del Patrimonio Mayagtiezano, for information 
on the location of Cerveceria Real. Anibal Sepulveda kindly 
provided the advertisement for Cervina beer. 


Below are Charles H. Wanzer and the Gronau brewmasters, 
father and son. 
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